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BETWEEN THE FIRST WORD AND THE LAST 
Romans 8:18-39 
 
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to You, O Lord our strength and our redeemer. 
  
INTRODUCTION 
Let me begin by clarifying what is meant by “first” and “last” words.  I’m speaking of this in the context of our Christian faith tradition.  And, it may come as no surprise to you that by “first” word I have reference to love, God’s love, God’s love for God’s creation, and, this morning, God’s love especially for you and me.  If you were brought up in the church from early years, as was I, one of the first scripture verses you probably learned was John 3:16:  “For God so loved the world, that He gave….”  Now, I stop right there because God’s giving began way before Jesus entered this world.  In fact we could look all the way back to the beginning of creation as noted in Genesis 1:1:  “In the beginning God created…”  I stop right there because here is God’s love in action.  For no other reason than that God loved did God speak creation into existence.  God’s first gift of love was existence, life itself, this wondrous creation of which you and I are but a tiny part.  So, this “first” word is creative love. 
Now the “last” word—would you believe it?—is also love…God’s love spoken of so passionately, so eloquently by the Apostle Paul in this letter to the early church at Rome.  This is a love so powerful, so unbreakable, so far-reaching, that not one thing in all this creation can separate us from it.  And this love takes its most compelling form in a man named Jesus, of whom it is said in John’s gospel, “if you’ve seen him (Jesus) you’ve seen God.”  In God’s great love and desire that God’s creation not continue to groan in bondage and decay, God “gave His only Son that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  And this is the “last” word, God’s redemptive love. 
So there they are, the first word and the last word…God’s love on both ends, bracketing all of creation, including you and me, from beginning to end. 
So what?  Hasn’t this business of God’s love been taught, preached, written about so much that it’s now old hat?  Been around so long and is so plain-as-the-nose-on-your-face obvious that we just might hear someone down the pew from us mutter under their breath, “Duhhhh!” 
In the church in the 1940’s we cut our teeth on the little song, “Jesus Loves Me, This I Know.”  And then there was the children’s chorus, “Jesus Loves the Little Children, All the Children of the World.”  Sweet, sentimental songs for children.  And we learned, “God is love…”  It sounded very nice as the children stood in front of the congregation and sang and quoted this scripture.  Parents and grandparents sat up straight in the pews and beamed and looked around at their neighbors to receive their affirming glances. 
But what difference does God’s love make in a world exploding from terrorist bombs, a world being cheated by greedy corporate executives, a world in which 30,000 children under the age of five die from starvation or other preventable causes every day, a world in which an entire continent is being ravaged by AIDS, a world in which you and I rub shoulders most every day with someone whose life is threatened by disease, burdened by despair, emptied of meaning and purpose?  And that someone may be friend, family member…or You!  Does God’s love make a difference?? 
Well, according to the Apostle Paul,  those first and last words—God’s creative and redemptive love—point  to the very thing, the only thing that can hold steady in the face of a creation, a world, groaning in agony and horrific distress under the onslaught of devastation, disease, deceit, injustice, and poverty.  Groaning to be set free from bondage to decay, groaning in anticipation of redemption.  While Paul did not know about global warming, polluted rivers, toxic waste, he did know that Jesus’ ministry focused on the poor, the oppressed, the outcasts, and he did know of a ruling government that was tyrannical in its exercise of power, and ruthless in the oppression of its subjects. 
And while these last sections of Romans 8 are often and rightly thought of as triumphant, it should never be forgotten that this triumph is announced and celebrated from the midst of circumstances that would be simply unbearable, were it not for faith in God the life-giver, and for the hope and, above all, the love that accompany this faith. 
In other words, Paul does not shrink from facing and acknowledging what comes between the “first word and the last.”  He looks full into the face of what creation and you and I experience in this “between time,” and he pulls no punches in presenting the challenges that come with living in this “between time.”  And this is what makes the text for today especially relevant for you and me.  This is where we are—in the “between times”—and it is important for us to listen to what Paul says about this.  There are three critical parts to what Paul has to say about what comes “between the first word and the last.” 
First, he begins by acknowledging the suffering that is characteristic of so much of life.  And while he notes that the “sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed…” this does not mean that he minimizes human suffering or the agony of creation.  Later in this text, in response to his own question about what might separate us from the love of Christ, he offers some possibilities that likely reflect the horrendous sufferings of his time:  tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword.  It surely was a harsh world then.  And the suffering was not some casual walk in the park as a dress rehearsal for the real parade to come later.  Paul had suffered.  He knew what he was writing about.  He spoke from the experience of one who had traveled through “the valley of the shadow of death.”  He had been there, done that.  He could say with a contemporary writer, “In life we will suffer.”  It’s not an option, no one is exempt.  For most of these past 50 years, in my ministry as hospital chaplain, I’ve journeyed along side of persons, many of whom, when faced with agonizing suffering, have asked, “Why me, Lord?”  It’s an understandable question from one standpoint.  But perhaps the more telling question is, “Why not me?”  What makes any of us believe that at some point, in some way, suffering will not come our way?  That’s not the way it is, and Paul knew this, and he would not gloss over this reality. 
Second, these “between times” are not only filled with individual and communal suffering, but the global groaning of an entire creation living in the “not yet” between the first word of creative love which saw that everything was good, and the last word of redemptive love which will make all things new.  Again, Paul gives a clue to recognizing this “groaning” when he brings in the image of a woman in the travail of child birth.  This “birthing” holds the possibility of wonderful new life, but also devastating loss.  Further, Paul hints at some of the causes for creation agony in his listing of the things we might think would separate us from God’s love:  death, principalities, powers, the present, the future.  If we translate that into today’s world we just may hear the groanings of a creation racked by war, poverty, pollution, a creation living in uncertainty, fear, hate, despair.  You want to know what a “groaning creation” sounds like?  Turn on your TV sets.  Listen to the evening news.  Pick up your newspapers.  Look at the headlines.  Sure, part of the world lives in the most affluent, comfortable conditions ever known to humankind.  That would include us.  But we’re a relatively small part of this creation.  Most of this world struggles to survive…either in the face of starvation, unchecked disease and poverty, or constant conflict and war.  And the groundswell of antagonism against America and the western world comes from the millions who see us as the despised and greedy enemy who cares nothing for their plight!  The roar of every angry mob, the shrill of every siren, the blast of every bomb are but some of the “groanings” of a creation which the Creator initially saw as good.  And when we let ourselves really listen to the groaning we may just realize that no amount of homeland security or high tech weaponry or well-trained armies can really protect us in this agonizing world.  That’s when, deep down in our hearts, too deep for words, we too may begin to groan and wonder when/where will it all end. 
Not a pretty picture, right?  Like I said, Paul didn’t pull any punches about how tough it is to live in the “between times.”  Neither should we.  But, and this is the third critical part, as grim as it was in Paul’s world and is in ours today, Paul did not leave us without a word of hope.  That word is “love,” God’s love for God’s creation and for you and me.  So, we’ve come back to the “first” and the “last” word.  And Paul takes this a step further to assure us that “in everything God works for good…”  Everything!  Not just the easy, nice stuff.  Everything!  The deepest agonies.  The worst catastrophes.   The most horrendous suffering.  Everything!  But there’s more in Paul’s word of hope.  “We know,” he writes, “that in everything God works for good with those who love him, who are called according to his purpose.”  Ah, now Paul has taken us even further…right back to ourselves, and our love for God.  Often this verse has been misinterpreted to mean that God is going to make everything work the way we want it to because we have a special entitlement, because we are some of God’s good folks.  After all, we’ve been saved, we’ve been baptized, we go to church, and, yes, of course we love God too.  But that’s not what Paul is saying.  Rather, he’s speaking of God’s partnership with those who respond to God in love and who then live according to God’s purpose in this world.  For whatever reason, God chooses to work through humankind, with all our limits, frailties and failings, to bring good out of the worst possible things in life.  So, while God’s love brackets our life, these “between times,” it is especially when that love is transformed into our love for God that the door opens wider for God to work for good in everything.  And when God’s love for us becomes our love for God, we are much more disposed to be instruments of God, to work “according to his purpose.” 
If we are wondering just exactly what is God’s purpose in these “between times,” we need look no further than the ministry of Jesus.  Critical of the way the powers of the times, especially the religious powers, missed the point of what this groaning creation needed, Jesus attended to the needs of the poor, the disenfranchised, the diseased, the crippled, the dying.  As far as we know from the gospel records, what he did and what he taught focused more on giving a cup of cold water than following religious rituals, more on comforting the bereaved than going to the synagogue, more on accepting the unacceptable—the despised, the outcasts—than hobnobbing with the rich and famous.  And this is not easy to do…taking seriously taking up our cross and following Jesus in this work “between times.”  We have made coming to Jesus sound so easy.  Following him is hard! 
It is hard…like the Samaritan going out of his way and exposing himself to danger to care for someone who despised him. 
It is hard…feeding the hungry of our world when that takes away from our own abundance. 
It is hard…like Jesus as he hung dying, praying for forgiveness for the very ones who were killing him. 
It is hard…searching for a way to respond to violence and terrorism other than with war and counterterrorism.  We just can’t seem to remember Jesus’ admonition to Peter in the garden, “…all who take the sword shall perish by the sword.” 
Oh my, if it is this hard…to love God and work according to God’s purpose, then what chance have we, you and I, to do much at all in these “between times?”  We stumble over our self-interests, we cringe in our cowardice, we falter in our human frailties.  How in the world could we make a difference…even if we wanted to.  Well, to be blunt about it, we can’t make a difference, and we will not want to make a difference except for one thing.  And that is God’s love for us.  As 1 John 4:16 says, “We love because God first loved us…”  God’s creative and redemptive love, in some form or other has been a part of the life of each person here today.  I truly believe that.  What I don’t know is whether or not you realize it.  So, this morning I ask you to look into your life, all of your life, the deepest parts of your life to see if you can bring to consciousness this triumphant truth about which Paul writes, that you have been and are loved by a Love from which you can never, ever be separated. 
Where and how has God loved you?  Maybe in ways and at a time where you did not recognize it as God’s love.  Think about that. 
So, let me tell you a story of a man whom God loved in a simple, ordinary way.  It was many years, in fact, half a century, before this man realized that he had experienced God’s love in such a profound, life-shaping way so long ago. 
In September, 1942, a scared, skinny kind from out in the county, the elder of two brothers, entered first grade in an old school building which is still standing.  A shy child to begin with, this kind found first grade to be almost overwhelming.  No kindergarten in those days.  Just, wham, and you were thrown from the comfort of the country, to the challenge of school and all that went with it.  One of the things that went with it was a brother/sister combo who appointed themselves personal tormentors of this kid.  Before school, at recess, at lunch time…they would not let him alone.  Fearful and frustrated, this boy just could not eat.  Being a skinny child as well, it probably looked as though he was dying of malnutrition.  It was cause enough for concern that the boy’s father, even though this was the busy season for picking cotton, would leave the farm each day, drive into town, pick up a bag of doughnuts and a bottle of chocolate milk, and bring this to school for the boy to eat.  It was about the only think he could eat…and that may have been because his father was there with him.  The bullies stayed at bay.  What this kid learned in that experience, at a deep level, was that he would not be abandoned to school yard bullies not any other forces that seemed to threaten his very destruction.  It was a father’s love in action. 
But it would be fifty years before this boy, now an ordained minister and a professor in seminary, would realize that this story, which had been told and retold in his family, was also about another father’s love in action—the Heavenly Father,  Doughnuts and chocolate milk, with a sweaty, dusty father sitting by his side…this kid was really experiencing what God’s love was like…even if at the time he did not know it.  By now you may have guessed it…that boy was me.  And long before I knew anything about Romans 8, I had learned in the depths of my soul that, “not anything in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord!”  And over these last sixty plus years I have continued to learn about God’s love for me…and my love for God…and I have yet so much more to learn. 
That’s my story.  What’s yours?  How and where has God loved you?  In what way is God’s love for you being transformed into your love for God?  Remember, “we love, because God first loved us….”  And when we love God, we are much more able and willing to be about the really hard work of the redemption of a creation groaning in agony. 
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
God beneath us for the strength, God above us for the 
          challenge… 
          God before us for the hope, God behind us for the mercy. 
          God within us for the life… 
          God, go with us for the living. 
                             Amen 
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